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DURING more than a thousand years we have now seen the
domination of Iraq by a succession of foreign powers. Medes
from the north and Persians from the south-east crushed the
indigenous Assyrian and Babylonian kingdoms; Greeks and
Romans from the west were displaced again by Persians from
the east; only with the southern desert there has been no
contact. The vast Arabian peninsula has remained remote
and mysterious, watching with incurious detachment the
titanic struggles of the powers beyond its borders. But a
great change is at hand. The birth of a new ideology and the
manipulative genius of its sponsor had animated the inherent
fanaticism, latent till now, in the race of Arabs. The destiny
of the world was already being remoulded by a group of
humble burghers in an obscure Arab town.

Before turning to review the story of the foundation and
meteoric growth of the Muslim religion, it is perhaps worth
laying further emphasis on the surprising absence of contact
up till now between Iraq and Arabia proper. Apart from
the appearance in Mesopotamia, in the remote antiquity of the
tfiird millennium B.C., of Semitic elements whose origin has
been inconclusively attributed to the western and southern
deserts, the Arabs have so far come to our notice only on rare
occasions? The fortress at Tekrit, for instance, we have already
mentioned as a * fortress of the independent Arabs '.* Hatra

* See page 119.